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ABSTRACT

TFIE INVOLVEMENT OF GAY MEN IN TFIE LI.]TFIERAN CHURCH

A QUALITATIVE STTIDY OF GAY MEN IN RIC CONGRECATIONIS

MARY E. VORI-IES

MAY 4, 2000

Gay men have varying degrees of involvement in the Evangelical Lutheran Church

in Amenca (ELCA). This exploratory, qualitative study looked at the participation of gay
men in Reconciling-In-Chnst (RIC) Lutheran congregations, what has affected that

participation, and how the participants feel about their involvement in the Lutheran Church.
Five gay men between the ages of 40-60 were interviewed regarding how they feel about
their participation in the Lutheran church. The findings indicate that some participants left
the church at some time, that all participants are

curently active in the Lutheran Church,

and that all participants are dissatisfied with the ELCA policies on gay men and lesbians.

The findings also show that most participants are more satisfied with local RIC
congregations. The implication to social work is that gay men need to be viewed

holistically, including addressing their spirituality.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTIOI{

Contemporary society often finds that bein g a gay man or lesbian and being

spintually-committed and/or traditionally religious is contradictory (Shallenberger, 1996).
Many Chnstian churches condemn homosexuality on the basis of Biblical passages which
they interpret as proof that homosexuality is an abomination. Other Chnstian churches
accept gay men and lesbians on the basis of the same or similar Biblical passages

(Comstock, 1996). With these conflicting ideas, it is easy to see why gay men and
lesbians could be confused themselves about how they

fit into the Christian church and

whether or not the church is impoflant to them.
Some gay men and lesbians find that the church is important to them, and that they

want to be involved in

it.

These gay men and lesbians struggle with many issues

concerning their past and current involvement in the church, their given sexual orientation,
and the church's policies regarding sexual onentation. Different church bodies take

different positions regarding their acceptance of gay men and lesbians and their sexual
orientation. These positions range from rejection, to semi-rejection, to semi-acceptance, to

full acceptance (Comstock, 1996). The positions relate to acceptance or rejection of the
person or the sexual activity of the gay man or lesbian or of the right for the gay man or
lesbian to be ordained or hold church office.

In the Lutheran Church, statements about the acceptance of gay men and lesbians
have not changed much in thirty years. Prior to the formation of the Evangelical Lutheran

Church in Amenca, two of its predecessor bodies, the Lutheran Church in America and the
American Lutheran Church, had produced social statements about homosexuality. The
Lutheran Church in America passed a social statement on "Sex, Mamage, and Family" in
1970 (Saint Paul Area Synod, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 1990).
a

It included

bnef section on homosexuality in which it stated that "homosexuality is viewed biblically

as a departure from the heterosexual structure of God's creation" (p.

31). The statement

2

continues by saying that "persons who engage in homosexual behavior are sinners only
are all other persons--alienated from God and neighbor" (p.

3t).

as

Althou-qh these

statements sound rather negative, the statement does not actually say that the church must

currently look at homosexuals in that way. The section concludes by saying that
homosexuals are often victims of prejudice and discrimination in society and even in
"congregati onal life."

In 1980, the American Lutheran Church

passed a Statement of Comment and

Counsel on "Human Sexuality and Sexual Behavior" (Saint PauJ Area Synod, Evangelical

Lutheran Church in America, 1990). It recognizes at the outset that "one's preferred sexual
behavior exists on a continuum from exclusively heterosexual to exclusively homosexual"
(p.

3l)

and distinguishes between "homosexual orientation" and "homosexual behavior".

The statement goes on to say: "This church regards the practice of homosexual erotic
behavior as contrary to God's intent for his children"

(p 3l). The statement continues by

saying that homosexual persons are in need of the care and concern of the congregation,

including full participation in its worship life. It exhorts Christians to be sensitive to life

as

experienced by those who are homosexuals and to take leadership roles in changing public

opinion, civil laws, and practices that deny justice and opportunity to all people,
homosexual or heterosexual.
Since the formation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), there
has continued to be much discussion on the position of the church regarding gay men and

lesbians. Several working drafts on human sexuality have included statements about gay
men and lesbians. The most recent draft (1994) stated the position that "this church has
shared with most of the Church universal the conviction that the Scnptures teach that

genital sexual activity between persons of the same gender is not in accordance with God's

will" (Division for Church in Society, ELCA , 1994, p, 19). The draft continues to say that
"the Church has often distinguished between the person and the act and while not
condoning homosexual behavior, it has affirmed God's love for the person" (p. 20). The

3

ELCA has called for respect for gay men and lesbians and has advocated for their civil
rights. While the draft continues with

a call to change to acceptance and

affirmation of

sexual activity between people of the same gender in a committed relationship, it also

admits that not all people in the church want that official acceptance and affirmation. The
draft states that there are conflicting opinions about the alternatives and that adoption of

a

more accepting and affirming viewpoint may split the church. As a result, the draft says
that the church rqects the idea that it must make a definitive decision at this time concerning

its teaching on and practice with gay men and lesbians. Rather, it proposes that the
deliberation be continued.

In 1991, the Churchwide Assembly of the ELCA adopted legislation which said
that it affirmed that "gay and lesbian people, as individuals created by God, are welcome to
participate fully in the life of the congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in

America" (Assembly Action CA9l.7.5l). While this seems to be a progressive view of
welcome, it is tempered by the official statement which separates gay men and lesbian
themselves from their "sin" of expression of "genital sexual activity between persons of the
same gender" (Division for Church in Society, 1994, p. 19). This maintains a split in the

whole person who asks to be accepted in entirety, including genital sexual activity between
same-sex partners. And

in 1999, the Churchwide Assembly of the ELCA maintained its

position against rostering for ordination of non-celibate gay men and lesbians.
Significance of the Study

It is important to look at how gay men and lesbians feel about their involvement in
the Church because they are involved in the church. The significance of this study is that it

is a depth of information from gay men and lesbians themselves. Being a gay man or
lesbian in the Lutheran Church may have some stigma attached to

it. While

the Evangelical

Lutheran Church in America does have a welcoming position toward gay men and lesbians,
the individual churches can set their own tone about how they

will receive and relate to gay

men and lesbians. By addressing the current and past involvement of gay men and lesbians

4

in the Lutheran Church, this study addressed some of the concerns of the participants from
their own perspective. It looked at how the participants see their involvement and feel
about their own congregations. The study looked at how gay men and lesbians are

involved in the Lutheran Church and how their involvement affects them. It looked at past
and current involvement in the church by gay men and lesbians, how they have been

influenced by the church, and how they feel about their involvement in the church.
Research Question

Given the lack of research on gay men and lesbians in the Lutheran church, this
researcher proposed to make this the center of the study. This researcher posed the

following research question: how do gay men and lesbians feel about their involvement in
the Lutheran Church? This research question addressed the feelings and attitudes of the

participants regarding their participation in the Lutheran Church. Both the local
congregation of which the participant is a member and the larger denomination of the
Lutheran Church are addressed as the participants respond to the research question.

5

CHAPTER II: LITERATLIRE REVIEW

Oven iew
The literature review is divided into two sections, the theoreticaUconceptual

framework and the review of the literature. The theoretical framework gives a basis for the
theory from which the study is developed. The review of the literature cites studies that
precede this study and begins with data related to church participation in the general

population. Following this is literature, which relates to how gay men and lesbians view
their activity or lack of activity in the church.
TheoreticaUConceptual Framework

There are many theoretical frameworks one could choose to look at regarding this

issue. The theoretical frameworks used to guide this research focus on learning from the
people who experience a problem and listening to gay men and lesbians' perspectives. The
section

will conclude by applying the frameworks to the research problem.
The Experiences of Gay Men and Lesbians

Many studies of gay men and lesbians in organized religion are done by experts.
Brazilian educator Freire (1970) contends that it is important to learn from the people who
expenence the problem. Those who experience and suffer from social problems are at an

"epistemological advantage" for understanding and solving those problems not the experts

who study them (Freire, 1970). Organized movements of the poor in Latin America drew
from his ideas. Various forms of "liberation theologies" have come from the expression of
these groups' needs, plans, and hopes (Comstock, 1996). Liberation theologies draw

from the people, from those o'down below" and disadvantaged, from the grassroots, rather
than from the experts or people "up above" (McCann, L982; Ruether, 1981). The active

participation of the oppressed is required in the process of liberating (Gutierrez,l988).
Therefore, liberation theology also "emerges from the struggle" (Soelle, 1981, p. 13). In

this struggle, gay men and lesbians are representatives of the underside, the dispossessed
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and the persecuted side of the Western consciousness as regards sexuality (Fox, 1983).

They have also been victims by their exclusion from nghts and pnvileges such

as

employment, legal aid, housing, ordination, blessing of their relationships, etc. (Heyward,
1984). They have been victims alongside other victims from whom liberation theologies
draw, such as racial and ethnic people and women. Looking at the viewpoints and
experiences of gay men and lesbians is important as it is the experiences of those who have

suffered in the trenches that shows what it is like to be gay men and lesbians in mainstream

religion. They can tell about and explain their hopes and needs directly rather than hearing
about their hopes and needs from an expefi who has not undergone the tribulations of a gay

man or lesbian.
Embodied Objectivity

Listening to the experiences and perspectives of gay men and lesbians is also
supported by feminist scientific theory. In feminist theory, "objectivity" is a source

question--what is it, and who has

it? Objectivity

of

has been seen by men as something

masculinist scientists and philosophers have and something feminists do not have

(Haraway, 1991). Feminist science historian Donna Haraway distinguishes between
"embodied" and "disembodied" scientific objectivity. Embodied objectivity is based on
"situated knowledges." Situated knowledges come from our experiences within a particular
social situation and can be known by anyone in that situation. Disembodied objectivity is
based on "transcendent knowledge." Transcendent knowledge comes from the

"splitting of

subject and object" (p. 190). The object of study is separate from or below the one
studying the object. Transcendent knowledge can only be known by those in power over
others who are often indifferent to the objects of study. Since objectivity is impoftant and

not to be dismissed, Haraway espouses embodied objectivity and is suspicious of
disembodied objectivity. She believes transcendent knowledge is an illusion and that when
people study others and pretend not to be personally interested, they do not have to take

responsibility for whom they study. Situated knowledge is only a partial perspective from

1

the people in a certain social situation, yet it promises objectivity and clarity by making

a

connection not by viewing from a distance. Situated knowledges become objective when
they are joined and one learns how to see from another's point of view.
Haraway (1991) concedes that idealizing the situated knowledge of the less

powerful is a serious danger when reducing the value of disembodied or transcendent
knowledge. Therefore, persistent, ever-widening, and continual.loining of knowledges

from vanous situations is the test for embodied knowledge.
Application to the Re$ealch Problem
The involvement of gay men and lesbians in the Lutheran church can be studied in
many ways. This researcher used the theories of embodied objectivity and learning from
the people who experience the problem. In using these theoretical bases in the study, this
researcher talked with gay men and Iesbians to hear what their experiences, hopes, plans,
and needs are. By planning to interview ten gay men and lesbians, this researcher

anticipated hearing what their experiences have been in the Lutheran church and what they
have to say about solving problems which they have discovered. Gay men and Iesbians in
the Lutheran church have a voice, and this researcher intended to get down in the trenches

with them, to connect with them, to hear their stories, and to report those stories in this
thesis.
So that this researcher does not romanticize the situated knowledge of the gay men

and lesbians in this study, the search for resources continued while the research was being

conducted. Resources from the experts were used as well as continuing to search for the
voices of other gay men and lesbians in organized religion to join knowledges from various
sources while this researcher wrote this thesis. By using these theoretical frameworks, this
researcher felt confident the stories of the gay men and lesbians interviewed would be

listened to, heard, and told.

I

Review of the Literature
The following review of the literature will focus first on the participation of adults

in the general population in church services and activities. Next attendance at church
services by gay men and lesbians

will

be discussed, including discussion of how important

religion was to the gay men and lesbians. Following this, the review will look at themes
related to the participation or lack of participation of gay men and lesbians in the Church.

Four main themes will be presented: early beginnings and a sense of exile, self-acceptance,
response to the church, and challenge to the church. These themes relate to participation in

many different Church bodies, all Chnstian.

Active Participation in the Church
There are many ways to measure active participation in the church. The
measurement may vary from one religious group to another. Some people view church
attendance alone as an indicator of participation, while other people add attendance at Bible
studies, religious education, and leadership to the category of active participation.

In the Barna repofi, attendance at church services seemed to be important to the
people surveyed (Bama, 1992). Over half of the people surveyed who called themselves
Christians and were over the age of 21 attended church services at least once in a month's

time. Over half of the people surveyed who called themselves Christian and were over the
age of 46 attended church services four or more times a

month. Of these same people, over

half usually attend the same church each time they go to church. Women attended church
services more frequently than men, and church attendance for both genders increased with
age (Barna, 1992; Ploch

& Hastings, 1994). Individuals who formed "traditional" families

of a mother, father, and two children attended church at significantly higher rates than those
who did not form such famrlies (Chaves, 1991).

By adding other categories,

a more complete picture

of active church participation

was seen. A majority of people surveyed, both women and men, did not attend a church

I
Sunday School class in the past month (Barna, 1992). Even fewer people tausht education

classes. A very small number of men and women surveyed were currently serving as

a

leader in the church. By lookrng at these categories and church attendance, church
attendance was seen as the greater indicator of church participation.

Although more people attended church than participated in other ways, participation
in the church by looking at the number of services or Sunday School attended or current
leadership roles did not indicate how important religion was. Of the people surveyed, a
great ma.lority responded that religion was very important to them (Barna, 1992).

Gay Men and Les-bialr_s' Participation in the Church

Active Participation in the Church
According to Laumann, et. al., (1994), few gay men and lesbians attended church

regularly. Lesbians attended church more frequently than gay men. In

a

different study,

Weinberg, Williams, & Pryor (1994) stated that over half of the gay men surveyed
classified themselves as not at all religious. A little over lOVo stated they had strong or very
strong religiosity, meaning that religion was impoftant to them. In the same survey,
lesbians classified themselves with less religiosity than the gay men. Over 6OVo of the
lesbians were not at all religious. Fewer than 5Vo stated they had strong religiosity, while
none stated they had very strong religiosity.

Early Beginnings and.a Sense of Exile
For some gay men and lesbians, traditional Christian ch
refuge as they were growing up (Shallenberger, 1996).
they realized they were increasingly different and isol
and lesbians found that family were influential in

they received guidance from them (Shallen
other religious persons were very influential

1995). Many gay men and lesbians later
(Corless

,

1994; Johnson

,

1995; Shal

were a place of

hurch was a safe haven as

from their Peers- Some gay men
r growing uP Years in the church, and

, 1996). Others found that clergY and
their faith lives (Shallenberger, 1996; Corn'
youth
the tradition that supported them in their
were
, 1996, 1998; Thurston, 1990)' They

r0
not able to maintain the Chnstian practice of their childhood. Some saw the church as

'hypocritical, irrelevant, or otherwise flawed" (Shallenberger, 1996, p. 203). Others
found the church to condemn them, and they left, or as one wnter stated, "the church left

me" (Johnson, p.251)" Some have moved beyond traditional religion to a self-forged
spirituality (Johnson, 1995; Shallenberger, 1996). They have developed a relationship

with some power beyond or within themselves: the soul, the universe, God, or others
(Shallenberger, 1996).
For the gay men and lesbians who struggled with their Christian beliefs, oppression
was a reality (Fortunato, 1982). They questioned their beliefs while the church condemned

them. They felt unwofthy, lonely, marginalized, cut off, banished, outcast, and exiled
(Clark, l99l;Fortunato, 1982). They cried out "'How long, God?"'when they
experienced the contradiction between the belief that God is a God of love and the
experience of hatred from the church (Spencer,, 1992,

p. 174). They could not reconcile

their "sexual and spiritual selves" (Foflunato, 1982, p.

l7), They felt as though they

were

following in the painful steps of Jesus Christ and being "crucified" for who they were.
Some gay men and lesbians felt their sexual orientation was their cross to b-".arjfiolleran,

1995). They experienced a sense of sin, not for who they were, but for hiding their
orientation from others. Others experienced the sense of sin for who they were and felt
they were taught to hate themselves (Johnson, 1995). They also felt they were denied the

opportunity to love openly and fully. Some gay men and lesbians felt their only choice was
celibacy or sin and damnation because God had declared relationships between persons of
the same sex sinful (Corn, 1995). Many gay men and lesbians contemplated, attempted, or
committed suicide because they saw the church's message to them as saying that they were
mrsshapen and then to be discarded

(Miller, 1995).

Self-acceptancs

Moving beyond this sense of sin, oppression, and exile is difficult, yet many gay
men and lesbians have done

this. While not minimizing the cost of marginalization, gay

il
men and lesbians are moving beyond being victims to celebrate their strengths, victones.
and successes (Clark, 1997). Some are encouraged to enter a spintual journey in which

they affirm and embrace their feelings and experience of exile with their whole heaft and
soul (Fofiunato, 1982). While it is difficult, gay men and lesbians can learn to love and
accept themselves in the face of rqection (Clark, 1991). They can move toward selfacceptance (Whitehead

& Whitehead, 1984). In this self-acceptance, some gay men also

learn to forgive themselves for a sexual orientation they cannot change (Holleran, 1995).
Self-acceptance can be difficult to achieve in the face of church teachings that state

that bein g a gay man or lesbian is sinful and wrong. Self-acceptance can be achieved in
spite of the church's negative teachings. There is a diametric relationship between selfacceptance and the perceived aversive attitude of the Catholic church toward the gay men
and lesbians' spirituality in one study (O'Brien, 1991). This same study found that despite
obstacles placed in front of them by the Catholic church and society, gay men and lesbians'

level of self-acceptance is indistinguishable from that of the general population in the

Catholic churches studied.
For some gay men and lesbians, their faith belongs to the affirmative side of their
lives, and they cannot imagine living without it (Corn, 1995). Some of these gay men and
lesbians have come to a self-acceptance in which they believe they are who they are because

God wants them to be that way, and that God rejoices with them in their lives as gay men
and lesbians. They see self-acceptance coming paflly through their effofts, partly through

becomrng open to God's love, and partly through the support and love of a particular

congregation. Others experience a sense of permission to be fully in their bodies, including
the sensual aspects of their bodies (Gambone, 1995). They see that all of themselves,

including the sensual aspects, are part of God's creation, and therefore good. They relish
in the incarnational aspect of God in each one of them.

f,s#fu"#,@ls fftrary
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Response to the Church

While self-acceptance is important to being involved in

a

church, acceptance, or at

least tolerance, of the church is also important (Corless, 1994). Of the gay men and
lesbians who left the church of their youth, some later returned to that church or to

a

different denomination (Comstock, 1996). Some gay men and lesbians never left the
Christian church at all and affirmed a connection to God or Jesus Chnst (Shallenberger.

1996). These people struggled to resolve the dissonance they experienced in the church
and found ways to participate with integnty. Some gay men and lesbians found role

models or mentors to be helpful in integrating their lives with their experience in the

church. Others found that a sense of community was important (Johnson, 1995; O'Brien,
1991 ; Shallenberger, 1996).

In finding a sense of community, particular congregations' responses to the gay
men and lesbians were important (Boyd, 1987; Clark,

l99l; Comstock, 1996 Corn,

1995;

Shallenberger, 1996). A church denomination may be homophobic, but a particular
congregation can be welcoming and affirming. In the United Methodist Church (LII\4C),
one-quarter of the gay men and lesbians who responded to a survey switched into the IIMC
because of a welcoming, pro-gay local church, despite a non pro-gay denominational

policy. While the United Church of Christ (UCC)

has a pro-gay denominational policy,

over one-third of the gay men and lesbians who responded to a similar survey stated they
switched into the UCC because of a pro-gay local church (Comstock, 1996). The local

church's policy, attitude, and climate is important. It is also possible for a priest or pastor
to have a different viewpoint and cause difficulty for a gay man or lesbian (Boyd, 1987).

In these instances, it is even more important to choose a local church with a pro-gay policy,
attitude, and climate.
Challenee to the Church
As they accept the church, gay men and lesbians also present a challenge to the

church. UMC respondents in Comstock's (1996) survey described their feelings about

r3

their affiliation with the IIMC as "hopeful," "angry," "discouraged," and " marginalized."
They were hopeful the I-IMC's policies on gay issues could change, but did not feel good
about the current status. UCC respondents in Comstock's survey felt "hopeful,"

"encouraged," "committed," and "welcomed" regarding their affiliation with the UCC.
Overall, they had good feelings regarding the current status of gay issues in the church.
Gay men and lesbians are involved in the Christian church, and they challenge the church

to look at them as people, not to disregard or discount them, and to celebrate their diversity
and include them

fully in their worship and church life (Johnson, 1995).

Celebrating diversity is a challenge for the church as it considers the role of gay
men and lesbians in its life and policies. Acknowledging various ways of being "other,"
and including gay men and lesbians in this description, is a first step to celebrating this

diversity (Johnson, 1995). Individual uniqueness can be honored by each person and by
the church.
Gay men and lesbians can teach the mainstream church the profound necessity

of

love in al1 of its aspects (Johnson, 1995). They can present the cutting edge and agitate for
acceptance in the mainstream denominations. They present a challenge to the church.

Summary

In the general population, pafiicipation in the church is seen most strongly through
church service attendance. While a few Chnstians attend Sunday School, teach Sunday
School, and are leaders in their congregations, the greatest indicator of participation is that

of church service attendance. Many people in the general population find religion very
important to them (Barna, L992).
Few gay men and lesbians attended church regularly, and lesbians attended church
more frequently than gay men (Laumann et al., 1994). Few gay men and lesbians
categorized themselves as very religious (Weinberg, Williams, & Pryor, 1994).
The experience of gay men and lesbians in the Christian church has been a mixed

one. Some gay men and lesbians have found it helpful, some have left, some have forged
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their own spirituality, some have returned after an absence, and some have never left
(Corless,1994; Johnson, 1995; Shallenberger, 1996; Thurston, 1990).

All

have

struggled with Christian beliefs in some way or another.

Many gay men and lesbians have experienced a sense of exile, within the church,
apart from the church, and in society. They often expenence themselves as the

downtrodden and outcasts (Clark, 1991; Fortunato, l98Z). Many of them move toward
self-acceptance as they wrestle with the church and society's messages to them (Clark,

199I,1997; Holleran, 1995, Whitehead & Whitehead, 1984). As they expenence this
self-acceptance, they begin to accept the church for what

it

has to offer

them. They begin

to work with their local congregation to make it a place where they can feel welcome

(Boyd, 1987; Clark, 1991; Comstock, I996; Corn, 1995; Shallenberger, 1996). Then
they move toward challenging the church to take account of the gay men and lesbians on its
roster and to not discount or disregard them. At this time, they may challenge the
denomination of which they are part to include them and wnte pro-gay policies and
statements (Comstock, 1996).

This experience with the church and God is not necessarily a linear progression.
The gay men and lesbians who move through the themes identified in this review, or
"phases," often do so in a cyclical fashion, and may move through one phase or another
over and over as their life progresses, There is no nght or correct way to progress through
the phases in the Christian experience as a gay man or lesbian.

The literature does not address the experience of gay men and lesbians in the
Lutheran Church. There are studies on the population in general regarding their church
involvement, and there are studies on gay men and lesbians' involvement in other

denominations. There is also literature on gay men and lesbians in various denominations.
This study proposed to research the question of the involvement of gay men and lesbians in
the Lutheran Church to

fill a large gap in the literature

and to contribute to the available

literature on religion and gay men and lesbians in general.
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In the next chapter, the methodology of the study is outlined. Following this is
presentation of the findings and a discussion of the study results.

a
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY

Overview
Chapter three begins with the research question which was addressed in the study,

followed by a descnption of the research design to be implemented. Important concepts

will

be defined. Following this, the study population is described including a discussion

of

how a sample of that population was obtained. A description of the data collection
instruments follows. This chapter ends with a description of data analysis procedures and
a discussion

of reliability and validity.
Research Question

For the purposes of this study, the research could focus on many areas of concern"
This study addressed the following research question: how do gay men and lesbians feel
about their involvement in the Lutheran church?
Research Design

The research design is a qualitative study using in-depth interviews of an
exploratory nature. The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide

with planned probes. The interview guide with probes gives the researcher the ability to
ask each interviewee the same questions and to obtain information on similar

topics. The

interviews were done one-to-one, in-person. This design offers rich, in-depth information
which one could not get using a quantitative survey. The design also allows for personal
stories and perspectives which a survey would not allow. Possible weaknesses of this
design are the aspect of social desirability which the interviewees may

exhibit. They may

want to please the interviewer or may not want to answer embarrassing questions in front

of someone else.
Key Concepts and Operational Definitions
The key concepts to be defined are gay men, lesbians, involvement, and Lutheran

Church. The operational definitions of these key concepts follow.
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1. Gay men are males who are attracted to other males. This attraction includes
physical and emotional attraction to males. Gay men are also males who identify
themselves as gay men.

2. Lesbians are defined

as females who are attracted

to other females. This

attraction includes physical and emotional attraction to women. Lesbians are also women
who identify themselves as lesbians.

3. The Lutheran Church is defined

as the Evangelical Lutheran Church

(ELCA). The ELCA is the largest Lutheran body in the United

4. Involvement in the Lutheran Church will look

in America

States.

at the number of services attended

each month, social events attended, education as a learner, teacher, or both, and church

leadership. The study looks at past as well as current church involvement and attendance at
church services or activities other than the participant's home congregation. The study also
looks at the importance of participation in the Lutheran Church.
The Sample
Study Population
The study was designed to focus on gay men and lesbians in the Lutheran Church,

specifically gay men and lesbians who were members of Reconciling-In-Christ (RIC)
Lutheran congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA). RIC is a
program of Lutherans Concerned North Amenca. Lutherans Concerned is a ministry of
and advocacy for gay and lesbian understanding in the Lutheran Church since 1974. RIC

congregations are those who adopt a statement that welcomes gay rnen and lesbians into
their colrlrnunities. There are twelve RIC congregations in the Twin Cities area. Gay men
and lesbians who were members of these RIC congregations in the Twin Cities area were

the study population.
Sampling Criteria
The sample for this study was obtained using a non-probability convenience sample

of gay men and lesbians from participating RIC congregations who live in the Twin Cities
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area. The Twin Cities area was defined as Minneapolis, St. Paul, and the surrounding
suburbs.
The gay men and lesbians were in the 30-60 year old age range. By choosing this
age range,

it was hoped that the participants would have gone through some transitions in

their faith lives and would have some stories about their faith formation in the Lutheran

Church. The Lutheran Church has gone through many changes in its attitudes and
treatment of gay men and lesbians, and

it was hoped that the participants in the

age range

30-60 would have gone through some of these changes also.
Three RIC congregations agreed to be participating congregations for this study.

There are other RIC congregations in the Twin Cities area, but they did not agree to
participate in the study.
Recruitment of Parti cipants
The participating RIC congregations placed an announcement in their January 2000

church newsletter asking interested gay men and lesbians to call the researcher if they were
interested in participating in a study on the involvement of gay men and lesbians in the

Lutheran Church. From the responses, the researcher planned to interview the first five
gay men and the first five lesbians who meet the sampling criteria: between the ages of 30
and 60 and member of a participating RIC ELCA congregation. There was a low number

of respondents to the January newsletter announcement, so the announcement was also
placed in the February newsletter in two of the participating churches. Note cards with the
name of the study and the researcher's name and the study phone number were given out to
some participants. The participants were asked to give the card to other gay men and
lesbians from their congregation who they thought mrght be interested in participating in the

study.
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Data Collection

Instrument Development

Information was collected from structured, one-to-one interviews conducted by the
researcher. The structured interview was followed for each interview with probes for

clarification and expansion of ideas.
The interview guide was developed by the researcher in participation with the thesis

advisor. Open-ended questions were used to elicit responses about how the participants
feel about their involvement in the Lutheran Church. The guide included a section of
demographic information to obtain a description of the sample and to allow for
comparisons and contrasts to practices in the larger church body, (e.g. to compare church
attendance with the heterosexual community). The interview guide was pretested with one

gay man and one lesbian who were members of non-participating RIC congregations and
therefore not eligible for the study.
Data Collection Procedures
The data were collected in one-to-one, face-to-face interviews with the researcher at
a place agreed upon by the researcher and the

parlicipant. Each interview lasted from thirty

minutes to one hour. Three interviews took place at Augsburg College, one interview took
place at a church, and one interview took place in the home of the participant. Participants
were not offered any compensation or direct benefits for participating. Interviews were
conducted from January 3,2000 through January 31, 2000.

All interviews

were

conducted by the primary researcher. With the permission of the participants, all of the

interviews were audiotaped. All of the audiotapes were transcribed to allow for repeated
review of the data. The tapes and transcripts were kept in a locked file cabinet.
Data Analysis

The data analysis used in this study was a content analysis of the interviews to

identify themes and patterns. Descriptive statistics also provided frequencies of the themes

l0
identified, such as 2 out of l0 of the participants identified their church as regressins in
gayllesbian issues. By analyzing the data and identifying themes, the study showed its
exploratory nature into the perceptions gay men and lesbians have of their involvement in
the Lutheran Church.

Reliability and Validity
The impoftance of reliability and validity in qualitative studies varies from that in
quantitative studies (Rubin & Babbie, 1997). The point of qualitative studies is "to
descnbe things in such depth and detail that there is less need to worry about whether one

particular measure is really measuring what it is intended to measure" (p. 186). This does
not mean that there is no role for reliability and validity in qualitative studies, rather that the
place is a different one than that in quantitative studies.

The interpretations of the interviews were checked against the actual interviews by
an independent party

with an interest in the church. The reviewer was

a gay man who was

involved in a church and had two masters' degrees in religious studies. The reviewer was
asked to review the transcripts and the themes developed by the researcher to see

if

the

researcher had accurately portrayed the responses of the participants and assigned themes to
the responses. This was a check for validity.

The study used one interviewer with a structured interview guide for all interviews.
The use of one interviewer and one interview guide assured consistency in the use of the
instrument, which contributed to validity and reliability in the study.
Summary

This study was an exploratory study of gay men and lesbians in the Lutheran

Church. A qualitative design of open-ended questions in face-to-face interviews was
employed. The interviews were done with five gay men ages 30-60 who were members of

participating Reconciling-In-Christ Lutheran congregations. Content analysis was used to
identify common themes among responses to the interviews. Results of the study will be
presented in chapter four, followed by discussion in chapter five.

ll

CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS
Overview
This chapter begins with an overview of the characteristics of the sample, followed

by a descnption of the responses to the interview and research questions. Common themes
are identified in the responses of the panicipants to the research and interview questions.

Characteristics of the Sample
Gender. Race. Current Age. and Membership in RIC congregation

The sample consisted of five gay men. While attempts were made to elicit
responses from lesbians, none responded to the announcements. AII of the participants

were Caucasian. The age range of the participants was from 40 to 59 years (see Table l).
The mean age was 51.2.
Four of the participants were members of Reconciling-In-Christ (RIC)
congregations in the Twin Cities area. RIC congregations are those who adopt a statement
that welcome gay men and lesbians into their communities. One of the participants attended
an RIC congregation, but was not a member (see Table 1).
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TABLE

1

Participant Demographics

N

Vo

Male

5

r00

Caucasian

5

100

40-49 years

2

40

50-59 years

3

60

Gender

Race

Age Range

RIC congregation Affi liation
Member

4

80

Attends services

1

20
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Relationship Status and Household Situation
Three of the participants identified themselves as single. One participant identified

himself as in a relationship with a pafiner, and one participant identified himself as divorced
after marriage to a woman (see Table 2).
The household situations of the participants varied. Three par-ticipants lived alone.
One participant lived with his parlner, and one participant lived with a roorrrmate (see Table

2).

TABLE

2

Relationship Status and Household Situation

FI

Vo

Single, Not Currently in a Relationship

3

60

Has a Pafiner

I

20

Divorced from a Woman

I

20

Alone

3

60

With Partner

I

20

With Roommate

1

20

Relationship Status

Household Situation
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Education and Employment

All of the participants

had pursued a post-secondary education. One of the

participants had completed two years of college. Three of the participants had a Master's
degree. One of the participants had a Doctoral degree (see Table 3).

All of the participants

were employed full-time (see Table

3). Two of the

participants were clergy, though neither was currently a pastor. The occupations of the
participants varied.

TABLE

3

Educ ation and Eruplslym-ent

I{

To

2 years College

I

20

Masters Degree

J

60

Doctoral Degree

I

20

5

100

Level of Education

Employment

Full-time
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A-ee

Identified

As Gay

Two of the participants distinguished between when they knew they were gay and
when they accepted themselves as gay. The pafiicipants knew they were gay from age 612 years (see Table
as gay from age

4). The

mean age was

9. Two of

the participants accepted themselves

l2-31years (see Table 4). The mean age was 21.5.

Three of the participants identified themselves as gay without distinguishing
between when they knew and accepted themselves as gay. The participants identified
themselves as gay from age 5-12 years (see Table

TABLE

4). The mean

age was 7.6 years.

4

Age Identified as Gay

I{

Vo

0-9 years

I

20

l0-12 years

I

20

10-19 years

1

20

20-29 years

0

0

30-39 years

I

20

0-9 years

2

40

l0-19 years

1

20

Knew Self to be Gay

Accepted Self as Gay

Identified Self as Gay
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Age Came Out as a Ga.v Man

Two of the participants distinguished between coming out to their families and to
their friends. The participants came out to their famrlies when they were age 25-30 years
(see Table

5). The mean age was 27.5. The participants came out to their fnends when

they were age 20-40 years (see Table 5). The mean age was 30 years.
Three of the participants did not distinguish between when they came out to friends
or famrly, rather they replied at what age they came out publicly. The participants came out
when they were age 3 L-45 years (see Table 5). The mean age was 37.6.

TABLE

5

Age Came Out as a Gay Man

N

Vo

20-29 years

I

20

30-39 years

I

ZO

20-29 years

1

20

3449 years

0

0

40-49 years

1

2A

30-39 years

2

40

40-49 years

I

Out to Family

Out to Friends

Out Publicly

20

27

Introduction of Findings
ost of the participants in this study knew they were gay from an early age.

All of

them knew they were gay or identified themselves as gay before age 15, and three of the

five participants identified themselves as gay before age ten. Because of this identification
as gay

from an early age, they have lived with this realization almost all of their lives.
The participants have been involved in the Lutheran Church most of their lives.

Many of them described a sense that the church was important to them and that it was part
of their identity and journey. "Heart and soul I'm a Lutheran It's been my life" (02).
Most of the participants were members of Reconciling-In-Chnst (RIC)
congregations. One participant was a member of a non-RIC congregation but attended

worship services at an RIC congregation. The participants had been members of their
congregations for from nine months ta 22 years.
There were some conunon themes

*u, .**rged from the interviews. Most of the

themes coincided with the themes found in the literature review. The themes in the

literature review which were also found in this study include active participation in the
church, early beginnings and a sense of exile, response to the church, and a challenge to
the church. The theme which was found in this research which did not specifically appear

in the literature was the response to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA).
The presentation of the findings will discuss the research question and the themes which
emerged from that question.

How the Interview Findings Answer the Research Question
Research Question and Operational Definition

How do gay men feel about their involvement in the Lutheran Church?
Gay men have various feelings about their involvement in a church. In order to
learn how gay men feel about their involvement in the Lutheran Church, it was important to
ask questions about their life in the church. Questions were asked about the gay men's

childhood and current participation in the church, whether or not they ever left the church,

l8
how they felt about their church's status on gay issues, including how they felt about the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Amenca's position on gay men and lesbians, and any other
corrrments they had about their involvement in the church.

Findings Related to the Research Question

All of

the gay men who were interviewed for this study were actively involved in

a

Lutheran congregation in the Twin Cities area. They participated in services and activities
as often as they were able due to

work constraints and personal interest. The participants'

participation in the church was high compared to church participation of gay men in
general.

Active Participation in the Church

All of

the participants attended services from one to four times a month. Three

of

the five participants attended services from three to four times a month.

Activities within the church other than attending services varied among participants.
Four of the five participants were involved in social activities, ranging from occasional to
regular participation. Three of the five participants aftended educational events, such as a
men's Bible study or Sunday education hour. Two of the five participants were involved

in leadership serving on committees with one of them serving as chairperson on sorne
committees.

Four of the five participants identified the church as being very important in their

lives. They talked about how the church

has always been there for them and has provided

support for them in their lives. Some of them talked about how the church was their life
and they could not imagine living without

it.

As one palticipant put it, "I need

it. It needs

me" (01). Another participant stated, "I would never leave the Lutheran Church. It's been
my life" (02).

It's quite important to me basically because it enables me to really deal with life, to
find the strength and the focus to go forward. It's the church, itts the people, it's
the service and all of that helps. . . . I'd be sort of lost without it at thii point. I
would really have to restructure my whole life and develop different support system
and different means of support without it, and I don't really want to dothat at this
point. So now it makes it quite important to me. And it's always been a part of my
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life. And that's one of the factors, also. It's always been there. And It's always
something that I rely on. It's something that I -uet things out of, too. (04)
Earhr..Beginnin-qs and a Sense of Exile

All of the par-ticipants grew

up in the Lutheran

church. As one participant

stated,

he was "born and bred Lutheran" (03).

Family influence.
The Lutheran Church was very important to their families, and all of the participants
were influenced in their growing up years by family. The church was important to them,
and their families were active in

it. "My

parents were both involved in the church"

(01). "f

think I've always been very much involved with the church. It has been a major par-t of my

family life . . . growing up" (04)
My parents have always been really active in it. My mom was in the Sunday
School. I was in it by default whether I wanted to be or not. But actually, I never
protested. I was always in thechildren'schoirs. I was in LutherLeague. I was in
everything. (03)
Clergy influence.
Four of the five participants were influenced in their growing up years by clergy.

They found the relationships they had with clergy early in their lives were important to

them. "That one week in Bible camp I was really impressed with the clergy I met that
week" (02). "My one pastor we had at the time I was being confirmed I really liked him,
and in fact at one time I thought I wanted to do something in the church." (03)

I was affected by one clergy person who was not a pastor at my church, but a very
good friend of my parents. He was a spiritual guru for me and had more depth than
most of the pastors in my congregation had. I got to know him very, very well.
He wrote me letters when I was in college encouraging me to go into ministry, to
go to seminary. I was sort of resistant at that point, but he kept after me . . ,
He's really devout. He's probably one of the finest clergy persons I've ever met.
He's right up there in the top. (01)
.

Left the church.
While all of participants grew up in the Lutheran Church and currently pafiicipate in
the Lutheran Church, three of the five left the church at some time in their

lives. They did

not belong to Lutheran congregations and did not participate in Lutheran worship. Two of
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them found that they clashed with the church's regulations as gay clergy and resi_ened their
congregations. They could not reconcile their sense of who they were as gay men with the

church's regulations.

I left the church when I took my semi-retirement. Because I could no longer
practice ministry and be a gay man. I had developed really good skrlls and
sensitivity toward people and their need that made me an effective pastor. And I
could have stayed. I guess they couldn't have kicked me out because I had already
been ordained. But I would have had to be celibate, and that, to me, is a gross
misunderstanding of creation. I felt very isolated. I was filled with shame and guilt
both from the church and I had to discover who I really was as a gay man and
process all of that. And the church didn't really fit in at that point . . . . I've
known I was gay since I was six years old, and the church has never made me feel
OK. I had to discover that on my own. (01)
When I came out I suppose I turned my back on the church for awhile. But not I
was angry at God, I was angry at the church. I was angry at the leadership in the
church. Because I had resigned from the congregation. I had not come out in
[congregation]. I resigned from the congregation because I really felt like I was
living totally two different lives for one thing. And I had to put my life together.
And it wasn't making sense. And so I resigned. I didn't know what I was going
to do
Then I came to the Support to Ministry Office at the ALC [American
Lutheran Church] and they said, have you told your bishop, 'cause I came out to
them and they said have you told your bishop that you're gay. And I said no. But
we insist that you do
I came out to my bishop . . . and the roof fell in. He
asked that I resign from the clergy roster immediately. I was no longer a role model
And I thought, oh my goodness, what am I
He left me standing on the
sidewalk I stood there in tears. (02)

Two of the participants practiced other spiritualities than the Lutheran tradition after
they left the church. One of them continued to practice other spiritualities after returning to
the Lutheran church.

"I moved

. . . and

I used that as an opportunity to try other religious

practices. I checked out all the gay religious groups. The gay Quaker group spoke to me,
and

I stafted attending meetings" (05).
I'm studying Buddhism. I belong to a men's group that does Native Amencan
rituals. I've done sweat lodges, soul retrievals. I'm a commissioned elder in this
men's group. So I have a non-traditional background after I left the congregation I
was serving. (01)

Response to the Church

The participants had a variety of responses to the church. Most of them favored the
local congregation to the national church body.
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ELCA position.

All of the participants were frustrated with

the ELCA position on gay men and

lesbians which while it welcomes them to participate fully in the life of the congre-Eation
continues to state the position that "genital sexual activity between persons of the same
gender is not in accordance with God's

will" (Division for Church in Society, ELCA,

1994, p. 19). They were all aware of the ELCA position. When they talked about the

ELCA position, some of the participants said they ignored

it.

"Ignore it [ELCA position].

It's really not that big an issue because most people are not paying any attention to it
anyway" (04). "I get yery frustrated with the ELCA, on their stand as it is right now" (03)

It's [ELCA position] irrelevant to me. I don't pay any attention to it. I don't let it
defineme.... Thereissomedisappointment... thatourinstitutionshavegotten
so unresponsive to the needs of individuals. The church is designed to include all
people, but it is really run by special interest. You pretty much, on the national
level, have to walk and talk a certain mind to be included . . . . And I choose not to
make that my battle, my work goes in other directions. But there's disappointment
there. (05)

I ignore it. I

see it as unrealistic. And it's inhuman. It's not being able to look at
us as real human beings who have feelings and emotions and sexual desires and

that kind of thing. (02)

Local congregation emphasis.
Three of the five participants identified a local emphasis in response to the national

church position. They found that concentrating on the local congregational level was more
appealing for them and did not frustrate them so much.

I have a pretty nalrow focus

because our church belongs to the Saint Paul Synod
and that synod belongs to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America on Higgins

Road in Chicago. But I've kept my focus much more local than that 'cause that's
where my gifts are needed and appreciated and respected, valued. (01)

The congregation meets my needs, but the church as a whole is basically irrelevant
It's something we tolerate as part of the larger body I've pretty much
written it off. So I'm no longer active in politics larger than the congregation. (05)
Gay friendly.

In looking at the local congregation, three of the participants identified an open
atmosphere toward gay and lesbian people as a drawing point for them in considering

membership at a particular congregation.

"I know it's an open, Reconciled-In-Christ

.
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congregation, and it's a friendly place to -gay and lesbian people" (01).
The pastor preached a seffnon and during the serrnon gave a thumbnail sketch of
where he had come with the whole gayllesbian issue and said, 'oI don't care where
you are, but we need to stand with our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters." And,
my God, the roof didn't fall in
But he wasn't afraid to have them face the
issue of the church dealing with gays and lesbians. (02)
Four of the five participants spoke of the attitude their congregations had on gay
issues as progressing. They identified a movement forward on gay issues in the

congregation as important to them, because they wanted to belong to congregations that
were pro-gay and active on gay issues within the church. "[The congregation is]
progressing vastly. It makes me feel proud of the church, wanting to be here" (03).

We're in the forefront. . . . What it means for me as an individual is that I'm part
of a church that wrote in the strategic plan that by the end of the year 2000 we
would ordain an openly gay or lesbian person. And we're nght on track. We're
doing that this year. (05)

It's slowly moving forward. We were [at some point in history] getting to be about
207o of the congregation is gay and lesbian. We have to recognize and accept that
And then the next step was to become a Reconciled-In-Christ congregation . .
It was a unanimous vote. It's going in the nght direction. It was totally
obvious that everything was fine, but it was very important to actually say it. You
know, to go on record, to actually say what existed. And I think the congregation
was more open and accepting of gay and lesbian people than most congregations
were at that point
It was important to make that statement. And I think it has
had a very positive effect on a lot of other people. (04)

Community.

A sense of community was important to the participants. Three of the five
par-ticipants identified a sense of belonging or cornmunity or being at home in their current

congregations. They found this sense of community was integral to their participation in
the congregation. The participants described a sense of belonging to a group who cared

about each one personally. "It becomes sort of a family. People . . . at the same point and
asking the same questions and can sort of share and exchange ideas and deal in community

with different aspects of life" (04).
a family there
If I miss Bible
study more than two times or so, somebody calls and says "we missed you at Bible
study" I justfeel right athome.... I... findthe sense of community that
I need for my spiritual growth. (01)

It's my church. It's ourchurch. We have

.
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Not only was there a sense of community within the congregation, three of the five
participants identified a sense of their congregations being outwardly community-centered,

also. They found that the congregations were concerned with people in their
neighborhoods and surrounding areas not just with members. These par-ticipants found
this outwardly corrununity-centered atmosphere was a positive aspect for them. "It's a very

socially conscious congregation, always has been as far as any issue" (02). "This church
is always out there doing things. The clothes closet, the programs to help the local

neighborhood. They're always doing something" (03). "'W'e're committed to making the
church more community centered . . . . [The church has a plan] to renovate the basement
ground level as a community center and the rest of it as a church and share common
spaces" (05).
Y(elcomed.

All of the participants felt welcorned in their

present congregations. They felt

people were glad to have them in the congregation whether or not they were gay.

"I

feel

welcomed. People know I'm gay, and it's no problem. They're very friendly, just

affirming and there for me and that kind of thing. I've always felt that" (02). "I'm
welcomed. People call me by name, shake my hand and smile at me and say nice things
about me" (05).

Totally welcomed. I've never been in a church where people have so freely come
up to them and said, "F:[i." and introduce themselves and welcome. In fact one of
the greeters who came up to us had a pride flag on his greeting [badge]. And I
thought that was great Everybody's been so great, so nice, so friendly. (03)
I feel very welcomed. I don't detect any animosity or any put-offishness or
anything like that. Part of it is that I'm definitely not the only gay person there and
everybody is pretty much very up front. And while I think other people tend to
foqget once in awhile, it's just there. And they're aware of it and don't treat us any
different than they do anyone else. I feel ver!, very welcome and very much a pafi
of that congregation. But it depends on how the other people react. And they rEact
very well. So that's why I'm very, very comfortable with where I'm at now. (04)
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Hopeful.
Two of the five panicipants described a hopeful feeling about their affiliation with
their congregations. They spoke of a sense of moving forward and of dealing with many
issues in their congregations, such as integration and forgiveness.

It's

a merged congregation from three or four other congregations. We're
integrated with African-American, with Hispanic members. We have a gospel choir
now. We have a bell choir. We have a regular choir. We have an orchestra. We
met our budget. We're over subscribed for the number of members we have . . . .I
don't know where the money comes from. There's lots of hope around that place.
Plenty of hope . . . We have straight people who belong there who tried to find a
church they can identify with. . . . We have people that are outcasts from society or
even outcast from the church . . . . There's a sense of forgiveness. The power of
forgiveness is practiced there. . . . And the attendance in November and December,
we ran out of bulletins. We've been running out of bulletins for those two
months. . . . There are more signs of hope that I don't even know about, but I have
a lot of hope from this congregation. (01)

It's possible to move forward and to deal with things and that's where . . . your
hope is. You're strengthened or encouraged or something like that. And there's
very much emphasis on we're really alnght. . . . We don't come in there because
you know we're all a sinners type thing. But it's that God has saved us and we go
on from there and just have that repeated. You don't have to deal with all the guilt
all the time. Yeah, you've got it. But you know that's alright. Just take care of it
and go forward from there. (04)
Challenge to the Church

Most of the participants discussed a challenge to the church to change its policy on
the ordination of gay men and lesbians and its acceptance of gay men and lesbians. They

talked about the need to transform the church into a more inclusive body which sees

individuals for who they are with gifts to give.
Pastors.

Two of the five participants had been pastors at some time in their lives. One of
them continues to remain on the clergy roster of those eligible for call. He talked about his

call to ministry and how his call was more important than his being gay. "I was called to
mrnistry irregardless of who I am. That supersedes the fact of who I am, I think" (02).
Two other participants spoke of wanting to be pastors at some time in their lives.
One of them talked about how he was unable to do that because he was gay.
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I'm not a pastor because I'm gay. Had the church been open to me, I could be a
pastor today. I was clearly slotted for that, or be a seminary professor. Had the
church been more welcoming I'd probably be playing a bigger leadership role
beyond the congregational level. But I have no interest in suffenng. (05)

-

Transformation.
Three of the five participants identified a need to continue fighting to effect change

in the church. They talked about working from the inside of the church body to transform

it rather than simply talking about how bad it is from outside of it and not doing anything
about

it. "I grew up Lutheran. It's part of my church home and heritage and the system

that I

know. And if I can participate in the transformation of it then those

and that's what

I'll

are my people,

do" (05)

I feel you get further ahead in the long run by remaining involved and active than as
to walk away. Things aren't going to change if you all leave. That's how things
change, from within. And in some little wft), I hope I can be a help. (03)
Summary
The five gay men who participated in this study had been in the Lutheran Church
most of their lives. They were committed to the congregations of which they were
members and found the positive gay friendly attitude of the congregations to be affirming
and

life-giving. They were frustrated with the national church body and its policies

regarding gay men and lesbians.
Participation in the congregation was crucial for the five participants. They attended
services, and some of them participated in educational opportunities and social events.

They had a sense of community and belonging in their congregations and were hopeful
about their affiliation with their congregations. They felt their congregations were

progressing on gay issues. They felt the church was very important to them, and they were

working to effect change from within the membership of the church.
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CHAFTTER V: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS

Overview

In this study, five gay men shared their ideas, experiences, thoughts, and emotions
about being involved in the Lutheran Church. They were very open and for-thcoming with

their feelings about being gay men in the Lutheran Church for most of their lives. It was
apparent that they feel strongly about their faith lives and are committed to being active in

their particular congregati ons.
The experiences and ideas of the gay men in this study do not reflect the
total range of gay men in the Lutheran Church, but much can be learned from these

participants. This chapter begins with a discussion of the major findings in this study
followed by implications for practice, policy, and research. The chapter concludes with
strengths and limitations of the study.

Discussion
The findings in this study coincided with most of the themes present in the

literature. Common themes found in both the literature and this study included active
participation in the church, including attendance and impoflance of religion, early
beginnings and a sense of exile, response to the church, and challenge to the church.

Participants' response to the church was varied, including an emphasis on the local
congregation. One theme that was not found in the literature was the response to the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America's @LCA) policies on gay men and lesbians. The
responses to the

ELCA given by the participants in this study were mainly negative.

Overall the participants seemed grounded in the Lutheran tradition. It was part of their
identities and life journeys
There was one theme in the literature that was not found in the interviews. The
theme of self-acceptance was prevalent in the literature on gay men and lesbian's

participation in the church, but did not appeff with significance in this study. The literature
identified self-acceptance and moving beyond being victims as crucial to achieve in the face
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of church teachings that state that being a gay man or lesbian is wrong. None of the
participants identified a sense of being victims at any time in their lives. Only one of the
participants discussed difficulty accepting himself as a gay man as related to church
teachings. Overall acceptance of self was not identified as a theme throughout the

interviews.
The fact that self-acceptance was not a theme with the pafiicipants in this study
could be attnbuted to many reasons. One speculation is that most of the participants had
known they were gay for most of their lives and had also been active in the church for most

of their lives. Most of them had accepted themselves when they were very young,
participated in churches that had pro-gay policies, and felt supported by many people both
inside and outside the congregation, so did not feel the effect of the church teachings
against being gay. While the literature also discussed gay men and lesbians moving

beyond being victims toward self-acceptance (Clark, 1991 , 1997), none of the participants

identified this as a concern or identity for themselves. The lack of identification as victims
and the need for self-acceptance with this group of participants may not be reflective

of

most gay men within the church.

Active Participation in the Church
The gay men in this study were very active in the Lutheran Church. They attended
services regularly, and some of them attended educational opportunities and social events.

They described the church as very important to them.
The literature stated that attendance at church increased with age within the general

population (Barna, 1992i Ploch & Hastings, 1994). This seemed to be true forthe
participants in this study, also, as attendance at church services increased with age with the
older participants attending church services more regularly. While a majority of church
attenders in the general population did not attend education classes (Barn a, 1992), more

gay men in this study did attend education classes. The gay men in this study were very
active compared to the general population. The gay men in this study also compared
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favorably with the great ma.;onty of the general population who stated that religion was
very important to them (Barna, 1992).
When looking at the gay male population, the gay men in this study where much
more active than the gay men cited in the literature since few gay men attended church

regularly (Laumann, et. al., I994). The gay men in this study fit in the classification of
having very strong religious feelings and affiliation which was a small percentage of gay
men surveyed by Weinberg, Williams, & Pryor (1994).

Early Beginnings and a Sense of Exile

All of the participants grew

up in the Lutheran Church. It was important to them in

their growing-up years. Family and clergy were influences to the participants as they were

growing up in the church. Consistent with the literature the participants found that the
support and example of family and clergy were helpful in establishing and maintaining

a

foundation in the Lutheran Church.
Some of the participants left the Lutheran Church at some time in their adult lives.

Two of the participants found that because they were gay they could not maintain their
ministry as pastors and left the church for a period of time. This theme of leaving the
church was consistent with the literature. All of the participants who left the Lutheran
Church returned to it at some later time in their lives.

Of the participants who left the Lutheran Church, some of them went on to other
spiritualities or traditions. They found the Lutheran tradition could not give them all that
they wanted or needed to meet their spintual needs.
Some of the other struggles mentioned in the literature were not present in this

study. These were struggles of feeling outcast, reconciling their spintual and sexual
selves, and experiencing a sense of sin for who they were. The participants in this study
accepted themselves for who they were, participated in the church, and challenged the

church to change its policies on gay men and lesbians.
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Response Jo the Church

All of the participants felt frustrated with

the ELCA's policies on gay men and

lesbians which may lead them to be suspicious of the transcendent knowled_qe that comes

from the ELCA church body which sets policies from above rather than from the situated
knowledges of the gay men themselves. Some of them chose to ignore

it.

Most of them

felt they wanted to work from inside the ELCA to change its policies, rather than to leave
the church totally.

The participants found that focusing their energy on the congregational level was
more helpful than trying to focus on the ELCA itself. They were involved in the local
congregation and discussed the importance of the congregation's friendly atmosphere
toward gay men and lesbians. This helped them feel very welcomed. The participants
stressed the impofiance of the congregation progressing on gay issues. Almost all of the

participants said their congregation was progressing, even if it was slowly. They said this

moving forward helped them feel important and want to remain a member of the
congregation. The emphasis on pafticipation at a local congregational level was consistent

with that of the literature.
Another aspect of their lives in the church was the participants' sense of community
and belonging. Not only were the congregations affirmrng and welcoming, but also there
was a sense of community for some of the participants. They spoke of feeling at home and

were glad to have a place to which they could belong. This sense of community was also
found in the literature. Some of the participants felt hopeful about their affiliation with their
congregations, especially in the areas of integration and forgiveness.
Challenge to the Church

Most of the participants described a need to challenge the ELCA regarding its
policies on ordination of gay men and lesbians and its acceptance of gay men and lesbians.
They were not satisfied with the status quo and wanted to effect change. Most of the
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participants talked about having been or wanting to be pastors at some time in their Iives
and how the ELCA policy stood in the way of their being able to live out their calls.

The participants discussed the need to work from within the church to change it
rather than to complain from outside

it. They were choosing to remain

members in ELCA

congregations with the hope that they could effect change and be part of the transformation

of the church, Wanting to effect change is consistent with the literature which also
discussed the challenge gay men and lesbians give the church not to discount them and to

include them fully in its worship and church life.
Some of the participants were from a congregation that is moving to openly ordain
gay man or lesbian in the year 2000, and these participants did not speak of themselves as

though they were "others" or people who were not totally included in their congregation.
The other participants spoke of themselves in terms that sounded as though they were not

fully included in the congregation

as gay men or were a separate

group. Effecting change

to include gay men fully in the congregation's worship and church life may help the gay
men feel totally part of the congregation and not separate from it.

Overall for the gay men who participated in this study, the church was important.
The participants described the Lutheran tradition as important and talked about the
importance of grace in their lives, especially being saved by grace and not through works
or deeds. The participants talked about how important it was to be in a congregation that
was accepting of them no matter what the national ELCA policies said. The participants
also talked about producing change in the national church body from within rather than

throwing stones from without the church and saying negative things about the ELCA but
not doing anything about it.
The study had the potential for error in the potential for social desirability in the
face-to-face interviews and in the participants' recall of events.

a
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Implications for Practice and Policy
The findings from this study provide information on the ideas and perceptions of
gay men who are active in the Lutheran Church. They each had a story to tell and
expressed a need to tell his story to someone who would listen. They were eager to tell

of

their own expenences in the Lutheran Church and of the impoftance of their faith in their

lives. Creating

a space

for gay men to tell their spiritual stories and to deal with the

ramifications of their participation in the church seems important to honoring their whole
lives and integrating their experiences. Askrng about spintuality during assessments by
social workers in many facets of practice offers a place to begin looking at spirituality and
spiritual practice. This may be a time to invite gay men to share their expenences in the
church and occasions to have left the church, if they did. Finding a space for someone to
listen unbiased may help gay men deal with the effects of negative attitudes and teachings in
the church. Telling the story of the importance of the church to them, and especially the

individual congregations, may help other gay men who are struggling with the church and

spintuality. Social workers can provide

spaces

for such storytelling to occur. Social

workers need to take care to maintain professional boundaries when discussing spirituality

with their clients and not to proselytize or condone any specific religion to the gay men with
whom they are working. Social workers can also advocate for gay men and work for
social justice for gay men in all areas of their lives. Creating safe spaces for advocacy to

occur can also assist gay men in feeling a sense of belonging in those spaces wherever they
are

As social workers advocate for gay men, they can also advocate for policy change

in the general sector for more inclusivity and acceptance of gay men in all areas of their

lives. Policy needs to change to make discnmination unacceptable in housing and
employment. Rights for gay men who want to adopt or who want to make their partners
legal partners need to be sought after.
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In the church, policy also needs to change to be more inclusive and accepting of

_eay

men and lesbians. The gay men in this study talked about changing the policy on

ordination of gay men and acceptance of gay men. Policy changes slowly in the church.
Before policy can change conversation needs to happen. Continued conversation with gay
men about how the church affects their lives may be very helpful to have occur.

Implications for Research
The findings in this study are the ideas, thoughts, and perceptions of the gay men
who participated in the study. The gay men are active in the Lutheran Church. There is a
need to obtain information from lesbians in the Lutheran Church.

It is difficult to speculate

why no lesbians answered the announcement, but it may be due to the more hidden nature
of lesbians in the church. Other gay men and lesbians who are not very active in the church
also need to be interviewed to see their views on spintuality and the church, in particular.

Gay men and lesbians in more Reconciling-In-Christ (RIC) congregations also need to be
interviewed to see their feelings about their involvement in the Lutheran Church. Other
Lutheran congregations which are not RIC congregations also have gay men and lesbians
as members, and these members need to be heard from, also.

A possible way to do further research in this area on a larger sample would be to
devise a quantitative questionnaire using the responses to these interviews. The

questionnaire could be distributed to gay and lesbian members of Lutheran congregations
across the state or even across the nation to see

if their responses correspond with the

responses of the participants in this study. These responses could be tabulated to present a

broad sample of the gay men and lesbians who comprise the Lutheran Church.
Strengths and Limitations

The primary strength of this study is the rich, in-depth answers of the qualitative

study. The depth of information could not have been achieved using quantitative methods.
The pamicipants were given ample time to answer the open-ended questions and probes,
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and their answers were thoughtful and carefully considered. This provided a personal Iook
at what

it is like to be a gay man in the Lutheran Church.
The limitations of this study are primarily related to its small sample size obtained

from Reconciling-In-Christ Lutheran congregations. Another limitation was that no
lesbians responded to the announcement asking for participants. While generalizability is

not a goal of qualitative study, it must be noted that the themes and responses of this study
cannot simply be transferred to other groups of gay men in the Lutheran Church. The
responses of the participants of this study are particular to them and may not reflect the

ideas of those who chose not to participate in this study or who live outside the Twin Cities
area.
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1999

TO: Ms. Mary Vorhes
FROM: Dr. Lucie Ferrell, IRB Chair

RE: Your IRB Application
Thank you for your prompt response addressing IRB concerns and issues. Your study,
"The Involvement of Gay Men and I-rsbians in the Lutheran Church," is approved, IRB
approval number 99-60-3. Please use this number on all official correspondence and
written materials relative to your study. To obtain a voice maiibox number at Augsburg
College, please take a copy of this letter to Associate Dean Stuart Anderson at
Information Technology, Lindell225A (612-330-1012), and he will issue a number to
you.

Your study should provide valuable information for the social work profession. We wish
you well with your endeavor.
LF:lmn

C: Dr. Laura Boisen, Advisor
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NEWSLETTER ANNOUNCEMENT
Master of Social Work candidate from Augsburg College is looking for gay men and
lesbians to participate in a study of their involvement in the Lutheran Church. The
information gathered will be the basis of a thesis. Pafiicipants would be asked to meet with
the student who would interview them individually about their current and past participation
in the church. There will be no monetary rewards for participation. The first 10 callers
who meet the selection criteria will be interviewed. If you are interested, please call Mary
Vorhes at 612-330-1554. Augsburg IRB approval #99-60-3.

c-l
Consent Form
The Involvement of Gay Men and Lesbians in the Lutheran Church
You are invited to be in a research study of gay men and lesbians in the Lutheran Church
regarding how they feel about their involvement in the Lutheran Church. The researcher is
Mary Vorhes, a student in the Master of Social Work program at Augsbur-e College. You
were selected as a possible participant because you answered an announcement in your
church newsletter, were between the ages of 30 and 60, and are a member of a
Reconciling-In-Christ congregation. Your participation in this study is completely
voluntary. No one at your congregation will know whether or not you participate, unless
you decide to share that information with them. I ask that you read this form carefully and
ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.
This study is being conducted by me as par-t of my master's thesis at Augsburg College.

Background Information
The purpose of this study is to assist social workers and people in the church to understand
how gay men and lesbians feel about their involvement in the Lutheran Church. The study
will look at your participation in the Lutheran Church, what has affected that participation,
and how you feel about your participation in the Lutheran Church.

Procedures

If you decide to participate in this study, I would

ask you to do the

following things:

1) Sign and date two copies of this form, one for you to keep and one for me to keep with
the data for the study.

2) Participate in a face to face interview with me which will
half hours and will include questions of a personal nature.
Risks and Benefits of Being

take approximately one and

a

in the Study

The nsk involved in parlicipating in this study is that many of the questions are personal
and you may feel some emotional discomforl in discussing them. If at any time during our
interview you wish to not answer a question or end your participation in the study, you
may do so.

In the event that this research causes you any emotional discomfort or distress you may
contact Anita Hill at WINGSPAN at 65l-224-3371 for follow-up support. This follow-up
will be provided free of charge. If you would like to speak with someone else, you may
contact Famtlr & Children's Service, the GLBT unit. If you choose to seek follow-up
support with Family & Children's Service, please call David Anderson, intake workei, at
6L2-341-1658 to set up an appointment and to arange payment. Payment for any such
follow-up must be provided by you or your third party payer, if any, (such as health
insurance, Medicare, etc.).
There are no direct benefits (such as payment) for participating in this study.

Indirect benefits to participation are a contribution to the knowledge of social workers and
people in the Lutheran Church regarding your feelings and thoughts about your
involvement in the Lutheran Church.
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Consent Form page

2

2

Confidentiality
The records of this study will by kept pnvate. In my thesis or any other report I might
publish, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you. The
tape recordings will be transcribed. The transcriptionist will have access to the tape
recordings while they are being transcribed, then will return them to me. My thesis advisor
is Dr. Laura Boisen. Dr. Boisen and I will have access to the raw data. The tape
recordings will not have any identifying information (such as name, address, or phone
number).
Research records, such as my notes and tape recordings, will be kept in a locked file in my
home until my thesis has final approval, at which time the notes and tapes will be
destroyed. All raw data will be destroyed by September l, 2000.

Voluntary Nature of the Study
This study is completely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to parlicipate in the study
will not affect your current or future relations with the congregation of which you are a
member or Augsburg College. If you decide to participate in the study, you are free to
withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.

Contacts and Questions
The researcher conducting this study is Mary Vorhes. The thesis advisor on this project is
Dr, Laura Boisen. If you have any questions regarding this research, before you sign this
consent form, please discuss those with me (Mary) now or feel free to contact my advisor
Dr. Laura Boisen (W) 612-330-L439 pnor to my conducting the interview. If you have
any questions later, you may contact me at 6LZ-330-15-54.

You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.

Statement

of

Consent

I

have read the above information. I have asked questions and have
received answers. I consent to participate in the itudy.
l*Jame (please

pnnt

Signature

Date

Signature of Investi

Date

I
S

consent to have my interview audiotaped.
I)etc
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I' also consent to the use of direct quotations in writing the results.
Signature

Augsburg IRB approval #99-60-3

Date
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II{TERVIEW GUIDE
The Involvement of Gay Men and Lesbians in the Lutheran Church

This interview will include questions regarding your involvement in the
Lutheran Church.
Question 1: What is the name of the church of which you are a member?
Question

2:

Question

3: What brought you to this church?

How long have you been a member?

Probe: Were you attracted to this church because it is a Reconciling-In-Christ
congregation?

Probe: Did you come to this church because of its clergy?
music?

family activities?
social activities?
other?

Question

4:

Did you grow up in the church? If so, in what denomination?

Question 5: Do you have any influences from growing up that have affected your
activity in the church? Please describe.
Probe: Were you influenced by people: clergy, Sunday School teachers, nuns,
family, friends, or other people?

Probe: Were you influenced by music?
liturgy?
ntual?
other?

Question 6: Did you ever leave the church? If so, what were the circumstances.
Question

7: If you left the church, what brought you back? Please describe.

Question

8: How active

are you in the church? Please describe.

Probe: How many services do you attend a month?
Probe: Are you involved in social events? If so, which ones?
education? If so, as a learner, a teacher, or both?
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church leadership? If so, how?
other?

Question

9:

Do you attend any other churches or services? If so, which ones?

Question L0: Do you feel welcomed/discriminated against in your present congregation?
Give examples.

Question 11: Name four feelings that best describe your affiliation with your present
congregation, such as hopeful, discouraged, etc. Give examples.
Question 12: Is your church regressing, progressing, or maintaining the status quo in
gay/lesbian issues?
Probe: What does that mean for you?

Question 13: Given the ELCA position on gay men and lesbians, how do you juxtapose
your activity in the Lutheran church?
Question 14: What are your reasons for staying in the church?
Question 15: How important is the church to you? Give examples.
Question 16: Are you receiving everything you need in the church, such as acceptance,
sustenance, social contacts, other? If not, what do you need that you are not already
receiving?

Question

l7:

Do you have any further comments?

The last section of the interview is demographic information.
Question 18: Demographics:

Age:____

Gender: M/F

Relationship status: Single
Married
Divorced
Separated

Widowed
Significant Other

Household status:

Alone w/SO w/fnend(s) or roommate(s)

School level: below

HS HS GED

Employment status:

2yr college/tech sch BA/BS
Masters Doctorate

FT PT

Not Emp.

Occupation:_
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How long have you identified yourself as gay/lesbian:___
How long have you been out as a gay man or lesbian:______

flugsburg Coilege
Llndell Library
Ir/inneapolis, MN SS4S4

